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Colombian President Andres Pastrana has extended the distension zone for the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) despite general discouragement regarding peace efforts. On
Dec. 7, Pastrana's peace commissioner Camilo Gomez announced that the demilitarized zone would
remain in effect until Jan. 31. The talks with the FARC produced few tangible results, and public
support for the process is waning.
A poll taken in late November by the Centro Nacional de Consultoria for El Tiempo newspaper
showed 88% of Colombians do not feel the distension zone has contributed to peace. Of those
responding, 76% were against extending authorization of the zone. Three previous extensions
had been for six months each, and analysts surmise that the government is putting the FARC on
notice that time is running out. "It is clear to all that with this extension the government is seeking
to unfreeze the peace talks and to advance the humanitarian accords we have been working on,"
Gomez told a news conference.
The Pastrana administration announced a series of measures to ensure that the area serves its
original purpose providing a place for holding talks with the FARC under conditions appropriate for
the security of the parties involved and protecting local residents.
Gomez said access to the area would be controlled, especially for foreigners, and authorities will
investigate citizen complaints about human rights violations and about the presence of materials
that could be used for drug production.
Meanwhile, negotiators are trying to work out a Christmas truce that would last through the New
Year holiday. Since the FARC broke off talks on Nov. 14, Pastrana and representatives of civil society
involved in the peace process have been calling on the FARC to return to the negotiating table, but
the rebels say they will not resume talks until the government takes action against the militarybacked paramilitary groups.
Pastrana has repeatedly said the government would use all means at its disposal to combat the
paramilitary groups, but relatively little has been done to curb them. On Dec. 1, the head of the
joint chiefs of the Colombian military, Gen. Alfonso Ordonez, admitted that retired officers were
operating with the paramilitaries.
Ordonez was responding to a media report that at least 50 former officers who had been discharged
for human rights or corruption violations were now fighting with the paramilitary forces of the
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC).
The breakdown of the peace talks had fueled widespread speculation that Pastrana might move
to retake the demilitarized zone by force. Such a move to oust the deeply entrenched FARC from
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the zone would be difficult militarily and would end the peace efforts that Pastrana has made his
priority.

Small successes keep hope alive
Peace commissioner Gomez said the government and the FARC reached an agreement on Dec. 7 by
which the FARC would release police and soldiers who are in ill health in exchange for the release
of jailed guerrillas who are ill. The exchange would be a significant success after nearly two years
of negotiations. Gomez said that the exchange would involve only prisoners who are seriously ill
but that it could be expanded. The FARC is holding about 450 police and soldiers, while a similar
number of guerrillas are in prisons.
In another hopeful sign, on Dec. 9 the FARC called off the armed strike in Putumayo province,
which had been in effect for seventy days, since Sept. 29. "The FARC decided unilaterally to lift
the strike, which they had also imposed unilaterally," said UN special envoy Jan Egeland after his
meeting with FARC commander Manuel "Tirofijo" Marulanda.
"They said they ended the strike so as not to affect the civilian population, but the fight against the
military and paramilitary would continue. This peace process has produced little and has many
difficulties," said Egeland. "But an imperfect peace process is better than a perfect war."
But Egeland added that the opportunity for peace is slipping away after two years of talks, and
the parties to the conflict should act now to "avoid a war that could be very cruel and could come
very soon. There are a lot of enemies of the peace process in Colombia. The enemies of peace are
increasingly stronger and the friends of peace are increasingly weaker."

Human rights violations continue unabated
UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Mary Robinson said on Dec. 4 that the human
rights situation is deteriorating, and she urged stronger government actions to stop right-wing
paramilitary violence. Robinson said government efforts to curb the militias had been insufficient,
and she expressed concern about growing public support for the AUC. At a news conference in
Bogota, Robinson recognized the problems caused by guerrilla kidnappings and attacks, but she
urged people not to fall into the "trap" of supporting vigilante violence.
"The paramilitary groups are not your friends," she said. At another news conference, Defense
Minister Luis Ramirez said the numbers of AUC fighters killed and captured had more than
doubled this year compared to 1999. But he acknowledged that paramilitary troops now numbered
about 8,000, an 81% increase during the past two years. The two main leftist guerrilla groups are
thought to have about 20,000 fighters.
The Defense Ministry report "Illegal Self-Defense Groups in Colombia" said that between January
and October of this year, 671 civilians had been killed in the conflict, 164 victims of the guerrillas,
and 507, or 70%, victims of the AUC. And, a new Human Rights Watch (HRW) report says that
the US-backed military is no innocent bystander but rather part of the problem. HRW questioned
the armed forces' claims that it has severed long-standing ties to paramilitary groups responsible
for numerous massacres. "There continued to be abundant, detailed, and continuing evidence of
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direct collaboration between the military and paramilitary groups," the rights group said in a report
issued Dec. 8. [Sources: CNN, 11/29/00; The New York Times, 12/05/00, 12/07/00; Reuters, 12/07/00,
12/08/00; Inter Press Service, 12/08/00; Spanish news service EFE, 11/29/00, 12/07/00, 12/09/00;
Notimex, 12/01/00, 12/03/00, 12/09/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 12/04/00, 12/09/00; Associated Press,
12/02/00, 12/04/00, 12/07/00, 12/11/00]
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